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THE ENDURING
WISDOM OF THE
CREAM RISES TO
THE TOP QUOTE

There  are  cer ta in
phrases in the English
l a n g u a g e  t h a t
transcend  their  literal
meaning,  becoming
metaphors  for  l i fe,
ambition, and success.
Few  are  as  evocative
a n d  u n i v e r s a l l y
understood  as  the
cream  rises  to  the
top  quote .  I t  i s  a
simple, almost pastoral
i m a g e ,  b u t  i t s
i m p l i c a t i o n s  a r e

p r o f o u n d .  W e
i n s t i n c t i v e l y
understand that cream,
b e i n g  r i c h e r  a n d
heavier,  natural ly
floats  above  the  milk.
In  human  terms,  the
saying  suggests  that
talent, quality, and true
merit will eventually be
r e c o g n i z e d  a n d
r e w a r d e d .  I t  i s  a
promise of justice in a
world that often seems
unfair,  a  reassurance
that  hard  work  and
genuine  ability  cannot
stay hidden forever.
The  beauty  of  th is
ph rase  l i e s  i n  i t s
inherent  optimism.  It
dismisses the noise of
temporary  setbacks,
office  politics,  or
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fleeting  popularity.
Instead,  it  focuses  on
the long arc  of  merit.
But  what  is  the  true
origin  of  this  saying?
H o w  h a s  i t  b e e n
applied across different
fields,  from  sports  to
business  to  personal
g r o w t h ?  A n d  i n  a
modern  world  that
often  celebrates  hype
over  substance,  does
the  cream  rises  to
the  top  quote  still
hold  weight?  Let  us
explore  the  layers  of
meaning  behind  this
timeless  expression of
deserved success.

ORIGINS AND
HISTORICAL
CONTEXT

While the exact origin
of the saying is difficult
to pin down, it is widely
a t t r i bu ted  to  the
American  poet  and
lexicographer  John

Bartlett.  However,  the
concept  itself  is  far
older.  The  physical
property  of  cream
spontaneously rising to
t h e  t o p  o f
unhomogenized  milk
has been observed for
centuries.  This  natural
phenomenon made the
phrase  an  obvious
metaphor  for  human
excellence.
The  earliest  recorded
use  of  the  modern
phrasing  appears  in
the  19th  century .
Bartlett, known for his
Familiar  Quotations,  is
often credited with the
version:  "Cream  and
puns always rise to the
top."  Other  variations,
such as "the cream of
the crop," have been in
use since the 1500s to
denote  the  best  of  a
group.  In  the  United
States,  the  idea  was
popularized in the early
1 9 0 0 s ,  o f t e n  i n
a g r i c u l t u r a l  a n d
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business  circles.  It
captured the American
spirit  of  meritocracy,
suggesting that anyone
with  talent  and  drive
c o u l d  s u c c e e d ,
regardless  of  their
b a c k g r o u n d .  T h e
cream  rises  to  the
top quote  became a
shorthand for the belief
t h a t  t h e  s y s t e m ,
eventually,  favors  the
truly capable.

UNDERSTANDING
THE CORE
MEANING

At its heart, the phrase
conveys  three  key
ideas:

Intrinsic
Quality Wins:
No matter how
much you stir the
milk, the cream
will eventually
separate and
rise. Similarly,
genuine skill,
character, and

value will
eventually
become evident.
Patience is
Required: The
process is
natural but not
instantaneous. It
implies that one
must wait for the
proper outcome,
trusting that time
will reveal the
truth.
Effortless
Superiority:
The cream does
not struggle to
rise; it does so
because of its
nature. The
quote suggests
that true talent
does not need to
force its way to
the top—it
simply does.

This  does  not  mean
tha t  ha rd  wo rk  i s
irrelevant.  Rather,  it
i m p l i e s  t h a t  t h e
foundation  must  be
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solid.  Skill,  combined
with  consistent  effort,
is  what  makes  the
"cream."  The  phrase
a l s o  s e r v e s  a s  a
w a r n i n g  a g a i n s t
s h o r t c u t s  a n d
superficiality.  It
reassures  those  who
feel  overlooked  that
their  time  will  come,
provided they continue
to refine their abilities.

APPLICATIONS
ACROSS
DIFFERENT FIELDS

In Sports:
The
Ultimate
Test of

Merit
Few arenas  prove the
validity  of  the  cream
r ises  to  the  top
quote  as  clearly  as
professional  sports.
Athletes are judged by
objective  metrics:
points,  times,  wins,
and  championships.
There  is  nowhere  to
hide.  In  basketball,  a
player with exceptional
s k i l l  m i g h t  g o
u n d r a f t e d  o r
underperform  initially,
but  if  their  talent  is
genuine,  they  wi l l
eventually earn playing
t ime .  Tom  Brady ,
selected as  the  199th
pick in the NFL draft, is
a  p r ime  example .
Scouts  and  teams
initially  overlooked
h i m .  B u t  h i s
preparation,  football
IQ,  and  competitive
d r i v e  w e r e  t h e
"cream."  Over  two
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decades,  he  rose  to
become  arguably  the
greatest quarterback in
history. The quote is a
constant reminder that
in sports, statistics and
p e r f o r m a n c e
eventually  si lence
doubters.

In
Business
and
Career
The corporate world is
often  less  transparent
than  sports,  but  the
principle still applies. In
a competitive industry,
the  most  innovative
products and the most
dedicated  employees
tend  to  emerge  over
t ime .  The  ph rase
e n c o u r a g e s
professionals  to  focus
on  delivering  value

r a t h e r  t h a n  s e l f -
promotion. Steve Jobs,
f o r  examp le ,  was
famously  fired  from
Apple, the company he
co-founded.  Yet  his
vision  and  relentless
pursuit  of  excellence
were  the  cream.  He
returned to lead Apple
to  unprecedented
h e i g h t s .  I n  t h e
business  context,  the
cream  rises  to  the
top quote serves as a
c o u n t e r p o i n t  t o
nepotism  and  short-
t e r m  t h i n k i n g .  I t
assures ethical leaders
and  skilled  workers
that their contributions
wi l l  eventual ly  be
recognized,  even  if
they  are  temporarily
overshadowed.

In
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Personal
Develop
ment and

Creativity
For artists, writers, and
entrepreneurs,  the
journey is often lonely
and  filled  with
rejection.  The  quote
provides  a  powerful
psychological anchor. It
asks: Is your work truly
the cream? If so, keep
refining  it.  Vincent  van
Gogh  sold  only  one
painting  during  his
l i f e t i m e ,  y e t  h i s
posthumous  fame  is
immense.  His  unique
style  and  emotional
depth were the cream
that  needed  time  to
r i s e .  T h e  p h r a s e
encourages creators to
trust their process and
their  unique  voice.  It

also warns against the
trap of chasing trends.
Cream does not mimic
milk;  it  is  distinct.  In
personal  development,
the quote is  a  call  to
cul t ivate  genuine
excellence rather than
surface-level success.

CRITICISM AND
MODERN
RELEVANCE

No phrase is without its
critics.  Some  argue
that  the  cream rises
to the top quote is a
convenient  myth  used
to  justify  inequality.
They  point  out  that
s y s t e m i c
b a r r i e r s — r a c i s m ,
c l a s s i sm ,  l a ck  o f
access—can  prevent
talented  individuals
from ever  getting  the
chance to "rise." In this
v iew,  the  quote  is
overly  simplistic  and
ignores  structural
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disadvantages.  This
criticism  is  valid.  The
saying  works  best  in
environments  that  are
r e a s o n a b l y
meritocratic.  Where
nepotism,  luck,  or
privilege  dominate,
c r e a m  m a y  b e
skimmed  off  or  left  at
the  bottom.
However,  the  quote
can also be interpreted
as  a  ca l l  to  create
fairer  systems.  If  we
believe  that  cream
should  rise,  then  we
m u s t  r e m o v e  t h e
obstacles that prevent
it. The phrase is not a
guarantee  of  justice
but a description of  a
natural  ideal.  In  the
digital  age,  where
algorithms  and  viral
content  often  reward
the loudest rather than
the  best,  the  quote
serves as a reminder to
seek  substance.  Long-
t e r m ,  a u d i e n c e s
recognize  qual ity.

Platforms like YouTube
and  Substack  have
allowed niche creators
with real talent to build
loyal  followings.  The
cream is still rising, but
now it rises through a
different medium.

FAMOUS
EXAMPLES IN
LITERATURE AND
POP CULTURE

The  phrase  has  been
used  in  count less
books,  speeches,  and
m o v i e s .  I n  T h e
Godfather  Part  I I ,
Michael Corleone says,
"The cream rises to the
top."  He  uses  i t  to
justify his own ruthless
rise to power, twisting
the  phrase  to  mean
that the most cunning
will prevail. In a lighter
context,  the  quote
appears  in  spor ts
d o c u m e n t a r i e s ,
graduation  speeches,
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and  mot iva t iona l
posters. It has become
a staple  of  leadership
literature.
A  re la ted  phrase ,
"cream  of  the  crop,"
appears  in  Homer's
I l i a d  i n  L a t i n
translation,  showing
the ancient roots of the
idea.  The  enduring
nature  of  the  cream
r ises  to  the  top
quote  across  cultures
and  centuries  speaks
to a deep human belief
in earned reward.

PRACTICAL
LESSONS FROM
THE QUOTE

How can we apply this
wisdom  today?  Here
are  three  actionable
takeaways:

Focus on1.
becoming
cream, not on
rising. Do not

obsess over
recognition or
status. Instead,
invest in your
skills, character,
and output. The
rising will happen
naturally if the
substance is
there.
Be patient but2.
persistent. The
process of rising
may take years.
Van Gogh, Brady,
and countless
others faced long
periods of
obscurity. Trust
the timeline of
the universe, not
your own
impatience.
Create systems3.
that allow
cream to rise. If
you are a
manager,
educator, or
leader, design
environments
that filter for
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quality. Remove
biases and give
opportunities
based on merit.
Be the person
who helps cream
rise, not the one
who stirs the pot
indefinitely.

CONCLUSION

The  cream  rises  to
t h e  t o p  q u o t e
remains  one  of  the
most  powerful  and
reassuring  metaphors
i n  t h e  E n g l i s h
language. It teaches us
that  true  excellence
cannot  be  suppressed

forever.  Whi le  the
world  may  be  messy
and unfair in the short
term,  the  long-term
trend favors substance
over  style.  For  those
w h o  f e e l  s t u c k ,
o v e r l o o k e d ,  o r
underva lued ,  the
phrase is  a beacon of
hope.  It  asks you one
simple  question:  Are
you the cream? If yes,
keep  going.  The  top
will  find  you.  If  not,
then  work  until  you
become  the  cream.
Because  eventually,
i n e v i t a b l y ,  a n d
naturally,  cream  rises
to the top.


